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An Initial Investigatlofi of Gender ofi StucSet^t Questions in 
the Classroom: Developing a Descriptive Base 



Abstract 

Student question asking Is essential to the learning 
process* and yet little Is known about this communicative 
phenomenon. More Important* the research that Is available 
suggests that students ask far fever questions than might be 
expected by educators* This exploratory Investigation examines 
15 college communication classrooms and determines that students 
ask only an average of about 3.3 questions per hour* that male 
teachers receive more questions than do female teachers* that 
female students ask fewer questions than do male students In 
courses taught by males* and that self-reported masculinity* 
which Includes elements of Independence* asserti veness* and a 
task-orientation* Is associated with a greater likelihood of 
question asking. 



The purpose of this Investigation Is to assess the 1«pact of 
teachers* biological sex# students* biological sex* and 
students* psychological sex^role on students* questioning 
behavior in the classroom. Questioning has been Identified as 
**the quintessential aspect of teaching** (Perez* 1986» p<» 63). 
For exanple* Postnan and Melngartner (1969) observed* "The art 
and science of asking questions Is the source of all knowledge. 
Any curriculum of a new education vould* therefore* have to be 
centered around question asking** (p. 69}. Classroom teachers 
Identify student question asking as critical to successful 
participation in the educational setting (Salend & Lutz* 1984). 

Teachers* questions In the classroom have been examined 
extensively (Andre & Anderson* 1979; Dunkln & Biddle* 1974; Hare 
& Pull 1am* 1980; Redfleld & Rouseau* 1981; Rosenshlne* 1976; 
Winne* 1979). Findings Indicate that* for example* an Increased 
number of teacher questions Is related to an Increase In student 
levels of achievement (Gall* 1984); also* higher cognitive 
questions* which encourage Independent and critical thinking* 
may particularly enhance learning (Andre & Anderson* 1979; Heath 
& Nielsen* 1974; Redfleld & Rouseau* 1981). Unfortunately* 
higher order cognitive questions are difficult to Integrate into 
one*s teaching (Wilson* 1985). Teachers appear to use fact 
quest1ons-*-those that require simple recollection of 
Information — 60% of the time* higher level cognitive questions 
20% of the time* and procedural questions about 20% of the time 
(Hare & Pull 1am* 1980). 

Although students* questions have not received the same 
amount of attention* empirical attention has recently been 
focused on this area of Inquiry (Corno & Rohrkemper* 1985; 



. — ^U'l-^ A>*?i^ 



Page 2 

Dar11n9# 1989; Dillon, 1982# 1986| GalU 1984; Good, 1981; Good# 
Slavlngsp & Mason, 1988; Good, Slavlngs, Harol, & Ewerson, 1987; 
van de Melj, 1989). Educators have been clear In their call for 
additional research In this area (Barker, 1974; Gall, 1970; 
Houston, 1938; Hunklns, 1966; Sadker i Cooper, 1974a}. 

Research by Dillon (1981c) suggests that student questions 
signal confusion and Misunderstanding. Darling (1989) found 
that students use different nethods for resolving their lack of 
comprehension in the classroom* Kendrick and Darling (1990) 
determined that students use multiple tactics to cope vlth their 
problems In understanding: they are most likely to request 
elaboration from the teacher. Indicate their confusion, ask for 
an example, or to ask the teacher for repetition of a message. 

While some students ask questions In the classroom, others 
do not. Dillon (1981a) reasoned that, **Desp1te their 
theoretical Importance to learning and teaching processes, there 
appears to be a practical norm against student questions In the 
classroom'* (p. 136). Susskind (1969) examined 32 elementary 
classrooms and observed an average of tvo teacher questions per 
minute and tvo student questions per half'-hour. The lack of 
questions tilthln the classroom has been of concern to 
educational theorists and practitioners; It Is of even greater 
relevance to communication educators vho examine classroom 
verbal and nonverbal Interactions. 

Dillon (1981b; cf. van de MeiJ, 1989) reported that students 
do not ask questions because they fear negative reactions from 
the teacher. Similarly, students may avoid question asking If 
they do not feel there Is an advantage to asking them, e.g.. If 
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they feel that the teacher Is unvilling to respond (van de neij* 
1989) • 

Ortiz (1988) suggested that question asking Is vieved as an 
extraordinarily taxing skill for some students. He cited 
McCroskey^s (1977f for exaaiple) large body of research that 
places 15 to 20% of all students as conmunlcatlvely 
apprehensive. This debilitating Malady disallows any form of 
Interaction In the classrooiif «uch less the asking of questions. 

Although passive and apprehensive students refrain from 
question asking (Good et al.y 1988)9 students vho are 
particularly unlikely to ask questions may be those vho are not 
called upon frequently^ those vho are often criticized for the 
vrong ansvert and those vho seem to provide the vrong response 
rather than the right response (Good et al.y 1987). Over timet 
1ov"*ach1ev1ng students ask fever and fever questions (Good et 
al.f 1988) « FurthermorOf higher achieving students ask more 
substantive questions than do lover achieving students; lover 
achieving students are more likely to ask procedural questions 
(Good et al.f 1987). 

van der MelJ (1989) found that another characteristic 
associated vlth lov question asking by both girls and boys vas 
an Internalized sense of Independence. In his study of 
third-grade and f1fth-*grade Dutch children* 60% explained that 
they did not ask questions because they vanted to solve a 
problem on their ovn or they vanted to complete a task by 
themselves. 

Finally* students may not feel that their role Is to ask 
questions of teachers. Kendrick and Darling (1990) noted that 
**students may see it as the teacher's responsibility to *be 
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clear'** (p. 28). International students and Menbers of soitfe 
subcultures may viev question asking as rude or Inappropriate. 
Social Izatlon* comiDunlcatlon competence* and different 
perceptions by different groups of learners may all affect 
question asking. 

This review suggests an Irony In classrooms: While 
questions are Integral components of the teach1ng**learn1ng 
processf students fall to ask them. Furthert the research has 
focused upon elementary or m1ddle**school classrooms; 
Investigators havo not considered the college classroom* The 
question Is a communicative event and Integral to instructional 
communication research. Thus* we offer the following research 
questions: 

RQj^: How many questions do college students ask In each 
hour of Instruction? 

RQ^: What kinds of questions do college students ask? 

jaiBUDil^r-iJ-jtJi^ ■ CI ftss room 

Expectancy effects Impact many teacher-student behaviors. 
Teachers do not perceive all students to be equally capable and 
those determined to be less able are provided with dramatically 
different learning opportunities from those presumed to be more 
able. One group of researchers explained* •Students In a class 
do not always experience the same environment" (Good et al.* 
1987f p. 181) • Students with high potential receive more 
stimulating opportunities (Brophy & Good* 1986; Weinsteln, 
1976). 

Teachers do not communicate their expectations of students 
In direct and verbal messages. Badlnl and Rosenthal (1989) 
concludedt ••The bulk of the findings suggest that the 
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transmittal of expectations depends to a substantial degree on 
unintended* nonverbal communication" (p. 162). Students are 
aware of differential expectations* Females are more sensitive 
to these expectations when they have access to visual cues* as 
Is normally the case In the classroom.. 

Students may learn more about power relationships than 
subject matter In their Interactions with teachers In the 
classroom. Teachers do not treat males and females similarly* 
thus they encourage differences between women and men* and they 
evidence bias against women (Pearson* In press; Stewart* 
Stewart* Friedley* & Cooper* 1990). Countless studies 
demonstrate that when women and men engage In Identical 
behavior* the behavior Is devale^ed for the woman. For example* 
Goldberg (1968)* In a classic study* showed that when an 
Identical essay was attributed either to a woman or to a man* 
the essay was given a higher grade when evaluators believed It 
to be written by a man. Furthermore* both women and men 
demonstrated the same prejudice. 

In another frequently cited essay* Hall and Sandler (1982) 
argue that women are at a "significant disadvantage* In the 
college classroom. Female students are less Involved In 
classroom Interaction* have less confidence* and have lower 
expectations. The teacher's communicative behaviors may 
encourage these outcomes. Teachers provide more overt 
disparaging remarks to female students* are more likely to 
discourage classroom participation from women* and prevent 
female students from seeking additional help. Cooper (1987) 
adds that teachers tend to use sexist language* call on male 
students more often than on female students* and ask male 
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students questions that encourage critical thinking or 
evaluation while female students are asked to regurgitate 
factual material • Sadker and Sadker (1985) Indicated that at 
all grade levels* and In all subject areas* male students had 
more opportunities to Interact than female students. In 
addition* educators are unaware of the Impact of this bias 
(Sadker & Sadker* 1986) • 

Since students are treated differently* it Is not surprising 
that they begin to evidence different Interaction patterns 
vlthin the classroom. Student questions In the classroom have 
been analyzed for possible gender differences. Jvo studies 
found that boys ask more questions than girls In K-12 classrooms 
(Good* 1981; Lockheed & Hall* 1979) « No research exists on sex 
differences In student questioning in the college classroom. 

Male teachers may be more responsible for differential 
treatment of students than female teachers. In two studies* 
Rosenfeld and Jarrard (1985* 1986) examined collegiate classroom 
Interaction and shoved that sexism is primarily a "male disease** 
(Rosenfeld & Jarrard* 1986* p# 161). Student perceptions of the 
classroom climate was dependent on whether the class was liked 
or disliked and whether the professor was male or female. 
Student coping behaviors* such as daydreaming and hiding one*s 
feelings* were used only In the classes of male professors. 
This Is especially relevant on the collegiate level where most 
teachers are still male. 

Gender Clearly Impacts the classroom setting (Hall & 
Sandler* 1982; Pearson* 1985; Sadker & Sadker* 1985; Stewart et 
al.* 1990). We were Interested In examining the effect of 
students* biological sex on question frequency and question type 

. . - - IQ ... 
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questions received froM students. To that end* the following 
research questions were developed. 

RQ^: Do sale and female college students differ In their 
frequency of ques,.1on asking In the classroom? 

RQ^: Do na1e and female college students differ In the 
types of questions they ask In the classroom? 

RQ^: Do male and female teachers differ In the frequency of 
questions they receive from students In the college classroom? 

Finally* we were Interested In determining whether there 
were differences between students who ask questions anci students 
who do not ask questions. Previous research has shown that 
question asking Is linked to Independence (van der MelJ* 1989) 
and that Independence is a prieiary component of masculinity 
(Bem* 1974; Spence & Helmrelch* 1978). 

RQg: Is there a significant difference In the frequency 

of question asking by people who perceive themselves as high 

In masculinity and those aho perceive themselves low In 

mascul Inlty? 

METHOD 

EaxtlclpAJDlS 

Participants for this study were 331 students (157 males; 
174 females) and 15 Instructors (9 males; 6 females). The 
breakdown of academic status showed that 42% of the students 
were seniors* 32X were Juniors* 22% were sophomores* and fewer 
than IX Identified themselves as first year students. 
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Erocedurgjs 

Fifteen Instructors granted permission to audio tape a 
one-hour class period that Included student Interaction. The 
classes averaged 22 students and were all undergraduate 
communication courses. The Instructors were told that they were 
part of a research study on teacher^student communication 
behaviors In the classroom. Once a particular class began* a 
coder distributed a questionnaire that Included a request for 
demographic Information and the Personal Attributes 
Questionnaire (PAQ; Spence* He1mre1ch» & Stapp» 1974). 

The coder collected the questionnaires and then taped the 
classroom Interaction. Coders were Inconspicuous* sitting In 
the back of the room and not Interacting with the students 
before* during* or after the class session. 

A coding system created by Good et a1. (1987) was used to 
gather Interaction data. Although Good's framework has been 
criticized for being too global and not sufficiently sensitive 
to dealing with specific learning problems (Darling* 1989)* his 
typology Is appropriate for this exploratory Investigation. The 
classification scheme has been used in K-12 classrooms* yet Its 
applicability to the college level Is apparent. The system 
requires coding nine types of questions and one ^unknown** 
category: 

£xpI^iliaitli2B : request meaning or reasons that will help 
students understand a concept* Idea* task* or procedure. 

Xalormdtii}!) : seek specific* factual* academic Information. 
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Clarification t request clarification of ififoffidtl0n# 
procedures^ connents» or tasks provided by the teacher or 
otherso 

Co pf Irnatlon s seek confirmation of a completed student 
response^ procedure* or tasK* 

Procedural : concern classroom procedures. 

Non-t asK cwrloslty; display academic curiosity unrelated to 
the Immediate task. 

Dive rsion: divert the teacfter's or others' ai;tent1on from 
the task at hand. 

On-task attentions related to the Immediate task and 
Intended primarily to drav attention to the Individual student 
or to '•show off.** 

121frtilsJI&-^tmdLifiL: unrelated to the task and intended 
primarily to draw attention to the Individual student or to 
^sho^ oxf.^ These questions differ from those In the diversion 
category In th:'t they are Intended to draw attention to the 
studentf not to divert the ieacher's or class's attention from 
the task at hand. 

UjiJldqiii — cannot be coded Into the above categories^ 
College communication classrooms were analyzed using audio 
tapes and observational data from two Independent coders. The 
original Good et al . (1987) coding scheme required coders to 
record both student comments and student questions. Since 
questions were the exclusive Interest In this Investigation* 
student comments were not coOed. The five manifest conditions 
and Instances recorded and examined were (a) classroom location 
of the student asking the question* (b) the specific question 
asked* (c) the type of question asked* (d) the sex of the 
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student asking the questlont and (e) general observations of tiid 
classroom* 

Because this Investigation Initiates a line of research on 
student questions In college classroonst coding reliability vas 
of paramount Importance* Thust reliability procedures that 
Included Joint coding of a pilot classrooai and an examination of 
questions emerging from that classroom were conducted vlth the 
two coders and the trainer* Training of coders continued until 
an Inter-rater reliability of .90 was attained. The coding of 
the cateoorles In the actual study vas .90$ as well. 

The Personal Attributes Questionnaire (PAQ; Spence et al.t 
1974; 1975) measures an Individual's psychological sex-role 
using a five-point Likert-type scale. The bl-polar traits 
Identified by Spence and her colleagues can be categorized Into 
stereotypical masculine traits* stereotypical feminine traits* 
and androgynous Items that reflect both masculine and feminine 
qual Itles. 

The PAQ allows separate measures of masculinity and 
femininity. People are determined to be masculine (above the 
median In masculinity and below the median In femininity)* 
androgynous (above the median In masculinity and above the 
median In femininity)* feminine (above the median in femininity 
and beiow the median In masculinity)* or undifferentiated (below 
the median In masculinity and below the median In femininity). 
Since we were only concerned with masculinity (Identified as 
Independent* dominants competitive* willing to make decisions* 
persistent* self-confident* superior* and standing up under 
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pressure)* a Median split on that scale was used to group people 
Into high and low aascullne groups* 

The mascullnliy subscale conprlsed of the 8 Iteiis Identified 
above Is statistically Independent of the femininity subscale 
(Spence & Hel«re1chf 1978) • Prior research reports reliability 
levels ranging fro« .SS to •85 for the Masculinity subscale 
(Bonaguro, 1986; Bonaguro & Pearsonf 1986; Wilson & Cookt 1984; 
Yoder» Rlce» Ada«s, Priestt & Prince, 1982). Cronbach alpha in 
this study for the Masculinity subscale was •68. 

RESULTS 

jBUji HOM_I?jany questions do colle^stiiilAlLt^-AS^JL-AAgJl 

JuuiJL-fli_lJtt5±ril£±li«il Because this study is exploratoryt we 
determined the frequency of questions asked in classroons. A 
total of 49 questions emerged from over 900 minutes of classroom 
discussion time. These numbers suggest that an average of 3.3 
questions were asked each hour by college students^ 

BO^,^— MlijitJ^iJiAs-fli^nestions do college stuil^JitS-i>^ 
Results* displayed in Table 1» Indicated that the most 
frequently asked question in this study was the clarification 
question^ In descending order of frequency* the remaining types 
of questions askod were information-seeking questions, questions 
of natural curiosityt questions soliciting explanation, 
procedural questions, and finallyir questions that were divergent 
in nature^ No questions were observed that were coded as 
off-attention, on-attentlon, confirmation, or unknown. 

irgxui^ncy^f-qiiiB^Aiflii-^^lsixig^B- the cl assn^i^nl A chi-square 
test revealed no significant difference in the frequency of 
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questions asked by nales and feaales Xf^ = 1.66» df 1# p-*=^.25) 

B0^a--Cfl-iiAla-.aja^iflJiJlfl-£flIJfl^fi-5liijlflJit5.-iiAfffi r in the 
±ypfiS_fll-Jlufis±lfli)s_tJifiy-JisJi_liLJJjfi_clJu55rfl4^ The chl -square 
test Indicated no significant difference between Bales and 
females with regard to the frequency of the types of questions 
they ask 0^ = 4,36, df = 5, 

Hiifi^tiflfl^-tlifly-CfiCfliAgfi-lrfla-jsAMil^iLts. .1 n the cflllfigfi-ClJ^^raiMttl 

The chi-square test revealed a significant difference between 

the frequency of questions received by male and female 

Instructors = 8.18, df = 1» p-^.005). Ancillary analysis 

indicated that males ask more questions than females in classes 

taught by males = 4.82, df = 1, p-<l.03). However, there 

were no sex differences between female and male students in 

2 

their question asking frequency of female teachers (pt = 1.2, df 
= 1, p^.30>. Table 2 displays the number of questions by 
students' sex and teachers' sex. 

B0^_l5_t]ifi£e-a-5ifljiiJ.l£.aiiA-iliilexence I n thfi-frefliifijcy-^ 
aiie5tiflji-A5hinj)-ity-4tflflj>le wiio pariifilYfi-tJbflBgelyflS-as-Maii-lJi 
■■flacAaiJlty-aiiil-tlifi&e-MJie pe rceJbtfl-l;lifiiB5fll3£fi5-IflJt-lJi 
BA2£JiJJjDityl The chi-square test showed a significant 
difference in masculinity between questioning and non- 
questioning students (ji^ = 4.86, df = 1, p-^ .03). Students 
with a higher masculine orientation asked questions more 
frequently (an average of 2.4 questions per hour) than did those 
with a lower masculine orientation (an average of .9 questions 
per hour). 
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student speaks up« A posltlvet velconlng response to Initial 
questions «ay guarantee additional probes and secondary 
questions (Dillon* 1981c). Flnallyt teachers nust understand 
the nature of students* previous school experiences. Early 
negative experiences «ay overshadow the collegiate atMosphere of 
open inquiry and full provisions for student questioning. 

Not only did college students ask relatively few questions* 
they also asked relatively lowlevel, clarification-type, e.g.# 
"Could you repeat that one more time?* and ••What do you mean by 
that?** The large percentage of this question type Is not 
surprising in light of the literature on listening in the 
classroom. Wolvin and Coakley (1985) asserted that "the most 
neglected language art skill at all education levels ... is 
listening" (p. 17). Thus* questions of clarification would most 
likely be used by students to help correct their listening 
Jef iclency. 

This preliminary study found no differences in the frequency 
and types of questions asked by male and female college 
students. This finding is intriguing in view of the research on 
sex-role stereotypes in the classroom- If "male students often 
dominate classroom talk" IStewart et al.# 1990, p. 160) and 
teachers call on male students more often and respond more 
extensively to male students' comments than to female students' 
comments (Hall & Sandler, 1982), then one would expect males to 
ask more questions than females. However, this finding should 
be interpreted cautiously because this difference did appear In 
the classes of male instructors. While no previous research has 
addressed a proclivity of males and females to particular 
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DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study vas to exanlne student questions 
In the college classroom. The study was exploratory and 
descriptive* and the results should bo Interpreted within that 
frame. The Investigation showed that students ask relatively few 
questions In the collegiate classroom. This finding Is critical 
since educators have long realized that **quest1on1 ng can be a 
central feature In promoting the development of conceptual 
abilities, analytical techniques, and the synthesis of Ideas" 
(Napell, 1976, p. 82). When students fall to ask questions, 
they limit their own potential. 

Both teachers and students share the responsibility for 
their joint Interaction within this setting. As educators, we 
have a responsibility to ensure that students acquire ••question 
literacy.* Nearly three decades ago. Garner (1963) observed 
that the ability to ask questions In an effective manner does 
not develop naturally within individuals and that students 
require specific training in effective questioning strategies. 
Well-planned, systematic instruction; behavioral modification 
techniques; and the modeling of effective questioning strategies 
may all play a role in student competence in this area. 

Students need instruction and modeling in effective and 
appropriate question asking; teachers may similarly need to 
alter their behaviors. Perhaps most important is establishing a 
positive and supportive climate (Ortiz, 1968; Rossnfeld & 
Jarrard, 1985, 1986). Teachers must practice effective 
listening; they should presume that students have questions, 
even in the absence of them. In addition, they should be 
particularly alerted to potential questions when Just one 
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question types* the frequency Issue Is one that should receive 
future empirical attention. 

Male Instructors received wore questions than female 
Instructors. Furtherf male students were found to ask more 
questions than female students In the classes of male 
Instructors* These results support the existence of a 
mascullnlst culture In higher education (Bate* 1988). The 
results also suggest that the perception of the Instructor ci^y 
affect the frequency of questions asked by male students. Karp 
and Yoels (1976) found that when an Instructor Is male* male 
student Interactions are three times more frequent than female 
student Interaction. 

Communication educators* like other educators* have 
expectations for students that may vary as a result of the 
student»s biological sex or his or her subculture. Our 
expectations and bias have been shown In a variety of our 
behaviors Including our grading of tests and our evaluating of 
performances (see* for example* Pearson* 1975; Sprague* 1971j 
Stigglns* Backlund* & Bridgeford* 1985). 

Males and females do not ask a significantly different 
number of questions in females* classes. These findings might 
best be explained by Identifying the apparent "confusion" 
surrounding classes taught by women. Trelchler and Kramarae 
(1983) discovered that students view classes taught by females 
as more discussion-centered. Therefore* one would expect these 
classes to have more student Interaction and hence* more student 
questioning. Yet* increased student participation results in 
female teachers being perceived as less competent (Macke & 
Richardson* 1980). If students perceive classrooms of female 
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Instructors as discussion-oriented and perceive female 
professors as less competentii they nay be less eager to ask 
questions. 

One's Masculinity significantly divides questioners from 
non-questioners in the college cljissroom. These results are 
aligned with the literature on sex-roles and sex-role 
stereotyping. Masculine self-perceptions such as independence* 
doAinance* and acting as a leader (Wheeless & Dierks-Stewart* 
1981) suggest that question asking in the classroom would be a 
consistent behavior for these Individuals. This linkage nay not 
be consistent developnentally. van der MeiJ's (1989) study of 
elenentary school children showed that independence nitigated 
against question asking. 

This study showed that questions in the classroom vary as a 
function of teachers' biological sex» and within males' 
classrooms* as a result of the students' biological sex. The 
differences in students' biological sex may be attributed to 
different personality characteristics* most notably the absence 
or presence of stereotypically masculine characteristics such as 
independence* persistence* and self-confidence. However* the 
relatively low level of questions overall in collegiate 
classrooms coupled with the sex differences that were observed 
suggests that the teachers' behavior and/or the classroom 
climate contribute to the differences. 

Although question asking has be^jU identified as a 
quintessential aspect of teaching, this investigation showed 
that college students ask relatively few questions in the 
classroom. Students who ask questions tend to be those who view 
themselves as independent and self-confident. Male professors 
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tlcns thii!! do fenales* but the bulk of those 
questions are fro« pale students. At the sane t1»et college 
canpuses are Increasingly fenale In the number of students 
enrolling In both baccalaureate and graduate programs. Dillon 
(I98Ia) concludes, "Each time a question arlsest a mind opens to 
learning. That Is just the opening we are looking for. Oddly 
enought It can be kept closed by an Implicit norm against 
student questions, frustrating the effort to learn and to teach" 
(p. 139). 
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Table 1 

Types of Questions Asked by College Students 



Question Type: 


Asked by 


Males 


Asked by 


Females 


Clarification 


7 


(14%) 


10 


(20%) 


Information- Seeking 


7 


(14X) 


3 


(6%) 


Natural Curiosity 


5 


no%) 


4 


(8%) 


Soliciting Explanation 


5 


(10%) 


2 


(4%) 


Procedural Questions 


2 


(4%) 


2 


(4%) 


Divergent Questions 


2 


(4%) 


0 


(0%) 


Total 


28 


(57%) 


21 


(43%) 
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Table 2 

Number of Questions Asked by Male and Female College Students 
In Classes Taught by Male and Female Instructors 



Male Instructor 



Female Instructor 



Male Students 



24 (49S) 



5 (10%)) 



Female Students 



11 (22») 



9 (18S) 



Total 



35 (71X) 



14 (28J5) 



RiC 
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